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"The  Stone  Fort" 


To  the  Selkirk  settlers  and  the  men  of  the  Red  River 
settlement  in  the  shadow  of  Old  Fort  Garry  in  Winnipeg's 
beginning,  it  was  the  Lower  Fort.  To  the  far-flung  West 
that  extended  from  Oregon  to  the  mouth  of  the  Mackenzie, 
to  the  trader  of  the  north  shore  of  Lake  Superior,  in  the 
gossip  of  the  officers'  or  servants'  quarters  of  the  Hudson's 
Bay  Company,  by  the  tepee  fires  and  in  the  wigwam  coun- 
cils of  the  Red  men  of  the  north,  it  has  ever  been  distinc- 
tively the  Stone  Fort. 

It  is  a  monument  of  the  union  of  the  great  fur-trading 
companies  of  British  America,  of  the  Hudson's  Bay 
Company  power  at  the  centre  of  a  continent,  the 
government  and  conunerce  of  half  of  which  it  practically 
controlled  foi-  two  centuries.  In  its  stone-walled  enclosure, 
its  loop-hole-  t'oi'  rifle  fire  and  its  mediaeval  incompleted 
bastions,  its  household,  its  ,  lawns  and  gardens,  may 
be  read  something  of  the  passing  of  the  old  order  to  the  new, 
of  the  Stnai't  to  the  Victorian. 

The  fiiv-t  and  ihc  hist  r('si(h'Htial  stone  fortress  of  the 
virih'  ihiys  of  stiirt  and  wtrife  in  the;  fur  trade  of  JsTorth 
America,  the  walls  oi'  Ihc  <ild  Stone  Foi-t  t(dl  something  of 
the  spii'it  that  for  a  lliird  <d'  a  eentni'v  animated  th(i  traders 
of  otli<'r  days,  tlie  -pirit  that  in  the  isohilioii  of  the  north 
land  hehl  leiiacion-ly  to  the  i(h'a-  that  tlieii'  a  rmor-(dad'  first 
governor,  Prince  liiipci'I,  held  in  the  wai'.-  of  the  Ivhine,  and 
ill   fierce  conllict  with   (  romwel liaii  ironsides. 
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JNTamed  as  was  Upper  Fort  Garry,  at  the  confluence  of 
the  Red  and  Assiniboine  Rivers,  after  E"icholas  Garry, 
one  of  the  old  committee  of  directors  of  the  Hudson's 
Bay  Company,  who  made  a  prolonged  visit  to  the 
valley  of  the  Red  River  shortly  after  the  absorption  of 
its  great  rival,  the  Northwest  Fur  Trading  Company, 
by  the  FTudson's  Bay  Company,  in  1821,  the  build- 
ing of  the  Stone  Fort,  as  it  soon  become  popularly  called, 
was  begun  in  October,  1831,  from  the  designs  of  Chief  Fac- 
tor Christie,  then  Governor  of  Assiniboia  and  Officer  in 
Charge  of  the  Red  River  District.  It  was  the  first  stone-and- 
lime-constructed  residential  building  erected  in  AYestern 
Canada.  In  1832-3,  the  dwelling  liouse  and  stores  Avere 
completed,  and  in  1839,  the  surrounding  stone  walls,  en- 
closing about  five  acres,  and  tbe  four  round  tower  bastions, 
were  built. 

Those  were  the  halcyon  days  of  the  fur-trade  in  North 
America.  Through  the  expansion  and  prosperity  of  the 
fur  trade,  the  dominant  personalities  of  its  officers,  and  the 
unique  and  far-reaching  powers  of  the  Royal  Charter,  granted 
by  the  merry  monarch  to  his  kinsman,  Prince  Rupert,  the 
Hudson's  Bay  Company  was  of  greater  power  and  influence 
than  any  other  corporation  in  the  Western  hemisphere.  There 
probably  emanated  from  the  Stone  Fort,  as  the  social  and 
official  centre  of  that  power,  presided  over  by  one  of  the  most 
picturesque  and  dominant  men  of  the  century,  policies  and 
edicts  that  were  only  exceeded  in  ultimate  effect  or  territory 
controlled  by  the  sign  manual  of  a  British  king  or  a  Russian 
czar. 

Strange  gatherings  there  were  in  the  Stone  Fort  when 
Sir  George  Simpson  was  governor.  When  a  council  was  called 
what  unique  personalities  would  be  gathered  from  a  territory 
governed,  larger  than  the  continent  of  Europe.  From  tbe  ice 
floes  of  the  mouth  of  the  Mackenzie,  from  the  sunny  valleys  of 
the  Pacific  slope,  from  the  northern  shores  of  Hudson's  Bay, 
from  tbe  fastnesses  of  the  Rockies,  the  keen-eyed,  strong-lip- 
ped, bearded  Factors  of  the  great  fur  company  w^ould  come, 
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and  in  the  little  room,  liardlj  twenty  feet  square,  in  the  gov- 
ernor's residence,  there  would  be  determined  tilings  that  af- 
fected the  happiness  and  prosperity  of  a  dozen  great  tribes, 
the  markets  and  fashions  of  London  and  Paris,  and  the  com- 
merce of  half  a  continent. 

'No  army  has  ever  had  such  discipline  as  the  Hudson's 
Bay  Company,  and  no  monarch  such  devoted  loyalty  and  life 
service  as  have  for  over  two  centuries  been  given  the  Gover- 
nor and  Company  of  Adventurers  of  England  trading  into 
Hudson's  Bay  by  its  officers  and  servants.  Not  alone  as  a 
great  executive,  administrative  and  social  centre  has  the  Stone 
Fort  an  imique  place  in  the  annals  of  Canada.    It  was  the 
meeting  place,  the  clearing  house,  the  junction  of  the  great 
Northern,  Southern  and  Western  trade.  There  the  great  an- 
nual brigades  of  boats,  one  from  the  far  north,  and  the  other 
from  the  south,  Avould  meet,  exchange  commodities,  tsupplies, 
furs,  tools,  guns,  articles  of  trade,  letters,  etc.    Great  were 
these  occasions  with  princely  hospitality,  genial  meeting  and 
festive  merriment — the  officers  of  the  brigades  housed  in  the 
quarters,    the    voyageuns    camped    on    the    lawn  within 
the  walled  enclosure,  while  dowui  by  the  shore  lay  the  great 
brigades  of  York  boats  and  canoes  on  whose  return  with 
•supplies,  letters  and  periodicals  to  lonely  forts  depended 
the  comfort  and  contentment  of  the  natives  and  other  resi- 
dents in  the  distant  interior. 

Those  scenes  will  never  come  again,  and  such  men  will 
never  be.  Tlie  dominance  of  a  Simpson  is  now  impossible. 
The  taciiiirn  wisdom  of  the  men  from  the  silent  places  of  the 
north  and  ihc  ;d)S()id)ing  single-minded  devotion  that  isola- 
tion alone  could  beget,  have  gone  under  new  conditions.  The 
Stone  Fort  will  never  again  see  the  groups  that  gathered 
within  its  walls,  crowding  into  a  few  hours  the  confidences 
of  years,  the  gossi])  of  Imlf  a  continent  in  the  meeting  of  the 
brigades.  The  world  will  ne\-er  again  see  meetings  of  men 
that  in  a  few  day-,  In  <lioit,  explicit  jdirase,  with  half  a 
do/cii  -heets  of  fooUcap,  det ern 1 1 1 i(m1  the  condnct  of  the  bnsi- 
ness  and  politic-  of  a  region  that  wa-  aliim-t  as  large  as  the 
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United  States  of  America.  The  Ked  Eiver  valley  will  never 
again  see  the.  meeting  of  the  brigades  and  the  gathering  of 
voyagenrs  by  the  camp  fires  before  the  Stone  Fort  of 
Rupert's  Land. 

It  was  the  last  of  the  old  order;  but,  as  one  looks  from 
the  bastion  on  the  high  bank  at  the  splendid  sweep  of  the  Red 
River  of  the  I^orth,  at  the  quaint  houses  of  the  settlement, 
peopled  by  those  whose  fathers  served  ^^The  Company"  in 
succeeding  generations,  a  little  of  the  knowledge  of  the  force 
and  power  of  the  historic  company  comes  to  him  who  under- 
stands something  of  the  strange  story  of  the  strength  and  life 
of  the  world's  greatest  fur  traders.  The  old  fort,  where 
never  hostile  shot  was  fired,  is  a  sermon  in  stone  "  of  the 
traditions  and  spirit  of  a  company  whose  two  and  a  quarter 
centuries  of  life  midst  savage  races  have  been  forceful,  peace- 
ful and  honorable.  More  also  than  in  a  political,  diploma- 
tic or  business  sense  has  the  Stone  Fort  been  the  scene 
around  which  revolved  afi^airs  of  consequence  to  the 
British  Empire  and  to  Canada.  It  has  ever  been  an  outpost 
of  science.  Scientific  observations,  astronomical,  meteoro- 
logical, agricultural,  etc.,  were  kept  at  the  Stone  Fort^  and 
the  facts  recorded  have  proved  of  value  in  the  progress  of 
science  and  of  Western  Canada.  It  was  the  starting  point 
of  scientific  tours  and  journeys  of  discovery  by  distinguished 
men  for  four  decades.  It  was  the  refuge  of  the  neighboring 
settlers  in  time  of  flood. 

Many  are  the  distinguished  men  who  have  been  equip- 
ped for  expeditions  from  its  ample  stores  or  entertained 
within  its  walls.  It  was  sought  as  a  holiday  spot  by  almost 
all  the  prominent  officers  of  the  Company  for  a  third  of  a  cen- 
tury. In  the  flood  of  the  Red  River,  in  1852,  Colonel 
Coldwell  with  his  family  Avas  a  visitor,  as  well  as  Bishop 
Anderson.  The  late  Alexander  Grant  Dallas  sojourned 
there  for  a  time.  The  'Governors-General  of  Canada,  since 
the  time  of  the  Earl  of  Dufferin,  who  first  spent  a  few  hours 
within  its  walls,  have  been  visitors  to  the  Stone  Fort. 
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In  its  sitting  room  wa^  organized  the  final  details  of  the 
Franklin  Ivelief  Expcdii  ion,  which  \vas  condncted  overland 
to  tlie  shore^^  of  the  Arctic  hy  Dr.  Rae. 

In  IStLS,  there  Avas  qnartered  for  a  time  a  body  of  Bri- 
tish army  pensioners,  which  had  arrived  from  "England.  In 
185^,  the  pensioners  were  isncceeded  by  another  military 
force  of  120  men  of  the  Koyal  Canadian  Rifles,  which,  for  a 
time,  occupied  it.  This  detachment  remained  in  the  Red 
River  coniitry  until  ISGl.  Xo  further  military  forces  were 
stationed  in  the  Stone  Fort  until  1870,  when  several  com- 
panies of  the  Quebec  Rifles,  under  Col.  Jarvis,  over  350  in 
number,  were  stationed  there  for  a  time. 

Throughout  the  Far  E'orth  and  by  the  firesides  of  the 
old  time  settlers  of  the  Red  River,  many  are  the  traditions 
and  stories  woven  about  the  Stone  Fort. 

There  are  stories  of  expeditions  that  were  begun  by 
explorers  who  have  added  much  to  the  maps  and 
knowledge  of  the  world.  Robert  Kennicott,  of  the  Smith- 
sonian Institute,  AYasliington,  left  the  Stone  Fort  in  1859 
for  the  valley  of  the  Mackenzie,  where  he  remained  for  three 
years  and  thereby  greatly  enriched  the  collections  of  the 
great  institute  he  re])re>ented.  The  high  bank  where 
tlie  Stone  Fort  stands  has  l)een  the  scene  of  strange  events 
since  the  time  of  "Aron>ieur  de  la  Yerandrye,  the  distinguished 
explore)',  who  was  the  fii'sf  white  man  that  passed  Avithin  its 
shadow,  in  iTo'),  l)ni  pi'obably  there  has  been  no  stranger  than 
the  alh'ge(l  in(er\-iew  that  look  plac(»  in  the  bedroom  adjoin- 
ino;  tlie  sitting  room  of  the  Fort  in  the  winter  of  1869-70. 

Loi-d  Strathcona,  then  r)onald  A.  Smith,  than  whom 
there  ha-  never  beeu  a  more  trusted  ofpicer  of  the  ITudson's 
Ra  V  ( 'onipany  oi'  a  man  of  fa r( iKM-reach i ng  ])ersonal  influence, 
had  been  a])pr»inle(l  commissioner  by  the  r^imidian  Govern- 
ment to  iiegotiale  a  sell  lenient  of  tlu;  grievances  of  the  French 
lial f-breed-  of  the  Reel  Tiiver.  Louis  Rief,  the  half-breed 
leader,  had  \  aitily  endea\-ored  lo  oblain  inipraci  icable  con- 
cession-   rroni   the  (piiel,  coiirteoii-;,  but    inipregnabh^  Ilud- 
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son's  Bay  officer  and  Canadian  commissioner.  The  rebel 
leader  is  tsaid  to  have  ridden  during  the  night  from  Fort 
Garrv  to  the  Stone  Fort,  and  shortly  after  midnight  to  have 
demanded,  with  his  armed  attendants,  an  interview  with  the 
commissioner. 

Before  word  could  be  conveyed  to  Mr.  Smith, 
who  had  retired  to  his  apartments,  the  reckless  leader  had 
forced  his  way  to  the  bedside.  The  interview  was  brief. 
Before  day  had  dawned  Louis  Biel  rode  silent  and  preoccu- 
pied back  to  Fort  Garry.    His  dream  of  power  was  broken. 

That  was  little  more  than  thirty  years  ago,  and  the 
world  of  the  Canadian  West  has  changed  much  since  those 
days.  The  Hudson's  Bay  Company  has  changed  Avith  it,  but 
only  in  methods,  not  in  spirit.  The  company's  motto  on 
the  arms  that  emblazon  their  banners,  "  Pro  Belle  Cutem," 
has  never  been  disregarded.  The  Hudson's  Bay  Company  is 
the  same  in  spirit  as  in  the  earliest  days  of  its  pathfinders, 
when  the  northern  and  western  world  of  America  was  young, 
the  spirit  that  made  the  first  governor,  Prince  Kupert,  the 
gallant  chevalier  "  of  Europe.  In  Lord  Strathcona,  the 
governor  of  to-day,  that  spirit  is  recognized  in  the  apprecia- 
tion of  the  civilized  world.  In  the  Commissioner,  Mr. 
C.  C.  Chipman,  who  is  the  Company's  head  in  Xorth 
America,  and  whose  summer  residence  is  within  the  walls  of 
the  historic  Stone  Fort,  and  in  the  officers  of  the  Company,  it 
is  told  in  the  words  of  the  Governor  at  the  last  general  meet- 
ing of  the  shareholders  of  the  Company  in  London: — 

"  It  gives  me  the  greatest  pleasure  to  reiterate  what  we 
said  at  the  last  meeting,  that  The  Commissioner  and  those  act- 
ing under  him,  are  not  only  a  body  of  gentlemen  of  great  in- 
telligence and  practical  ability,  but  that  they  devote  them- 
selves most  thoroughly  to  the  furtherance  of  your  best 
interests." 

The  old  Stone  Fort,  however,  and  its  traditions,  which 
make  up  a  considerable  part  of  the  story  of  Western  Canada, 
its  trees  and  its  gardens,  tell  more,  possibly,  than  even  do 
appreciative  annual  reports. 


